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When the Charles Ilfeld Com pany Buildin g
was construc ted in 1890-1891, it was ··the "Pride of
Las Vegas."! Located along the northwest side of
the plaza of West Las Vegas, the Ilfeld Building
even today is an imposing struc ture, In 1891, this
edifice contained all of the latest "modem improvements ," such as an elevator, large plate-glass displ ay
windows, and a separate and sturdy safe room. Althou gh the changing times have taken their toll, it
still function s, littl e cha nged, as a hardware store.
Ch arles Ilfeld arrived in West Las Vegas in
May, 1867 with his employer, Adolf Letcher. Th ey
proc eed ed to set up bu siness in a one-story adobe
building that had previously been occupied by the
merchan t, F rank Kihlberg." On Septemb er 14, 1874,
however, Ilfeld bou ght Letcher's interest in their
mercantile firm and went into bu siness for himself."
By 1882, Ilfeld' s bu siness was so prosperou s that he
decid ed to constr uct a new building to hou se his
dep artment store. This struc tur e still stands, three
bays wide , as the left section of the Ilfeld Build ing.
A contemporary account of the 1882 building describ es it as "An Orn ament to the Town and a Cr edit
to the Territory."!
Among the new buildings just com pleted
is that of Charles Ilfeld, on th e north side of th e
plaza and adjoining th e Plaza hotel. This is
without do ubt the best business house in tIle

Territory of New Mexico. It is a sub stantial
structure, built of sto ne, three stories high abo ve
the basem ent and finished off in a manner w hich
gives it an imposing and elegant appearance. It
is thiruj-tico feet w ide by one hundred and thirtytwo feet long. Th e basem ent is th e full len gth
of th e building and is a most excellent one. Th e
front of th e first story abo ve th e basem ent is
constructed of bro wnston e with enormous show
w indows of French plate glass. Th e front of th e
seco nd and third sto ry is constructed of w hite
granite, and is certainly very handsome. Th e
building is co vered w ith a metalli c roof, laid by
th e most skillful wo rkme n. Th e contractors w ho
lcere instrume ntal in erecting this struct ure were
Messrs. Claib urn and Pierce, who did th e stone
work, and Messrs. Ta ylor & Fowler w ho did th e
carpente r w ork, and Messrs. Finan e & Elston
who did th e painting and glaz ing. Th e w orkman sh ip throughout is of the best, and reflects
credit upon th e contractors. Th e first floor is
provided w ith a large and com modious office,
built of imitation walnut, and ground glass amply
supplied w ith large fireproof safes and con ven ient desks. Th e off ice w ould do credit to a
banking establishment. An Osgood elevator affords east) means of carrying goods from th e
basem ent to the third floor . This building is
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pro oided with seater 0/1 all floors , with fireplugs
throughout. Th ecost;of construc tion of this splen did building w ill reach in th e neighborhood of
.~40 . 000 . 5

In Septemb er, 1890, Ch arles Ilfeld commissioned
H. \V. Kirchn er, an architect from Denver, to enlarge
the 1882 building to its pr esent dim en sions." This
new structure encompassed the earlier section of
three ba ys and adde d five more bays, somewh at
shorter in length than the existing ones, to form the
plaza facad e of seven ty-five feet. Th e entire facad e
was probabl y refaced in 1890-1891, becaus e a contemporary newspaper account of the building describes it as
com posed of massive pillars of nati ve red sand ston e, of peculiar hardness and especially pure
color, abo ve w hic h rise th e upper stori es, in
cream -w h ite sandston e of fin est texture.
Th e beautiful, red stone of th e front, as
we ll as th e great blo cks in th e foundations, many
of th em nearly six feet square and two feet in
thickn ess, and also th e ve ry handsome creamwhite stone of th e upper stories, was quarried
t wo miles w est of th e cit y, by William W ells,
who also executed th e stone -CUffing and masonry
of th e w hole building.'
Not only was the facad e of the 1882 building made
of brownstone and white granite, but th e architec10

tural decoration of the entire plaza frontage is
identical in detail. Th e first story columns all have
the same profil e, the window enframements, stone
facing, and cornice separating the first from the
second storie s are the same , and the rustication at
the come rs and sepa ration of old from new portions
is uniform. .Thus, one can assum e that, while the
core of the 1882 building remains, evide nced easily
from the back or Valen cia Str eet side, the pla za
facad e is a product of the 1890-1891 effort.
A discrep ancy in the size and detailin g of the
first story display windows, however, undoubtedl y
means that the 1882 windows remain on th e left side
of the Ilfeld Building. Th e 1890-1891 windows ar e of
"polished plat e glass . . . whi ch are each fourteen
feet in width, and reach to the floor level."8 Th e
basement level of the right section of th e building
is also slightly lower than th at of the left , for th e
window s are larger. Too , the detailing of the basement fenestration diff ers from one portion to the
oth er. From Valencia Str eet another diff erence in construction method is evide nced . "The rear elevation
( 1890-1891), from basement floor to second story, is
composed entirely of iron columns, filled in with
glass, and the upper stories are stone piers and glass.?"
App ar entl y, stone rather than iron column s were
used exclusively in the 1882 structure .
Th at the 1890-1891 Ilf eld Building was a marvel
of mod em construction in its day can be discerned
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from th e followin g part of the newspap er description.
Artificial light is sup plied by seve nt y-five incan descent lam ps of th e Las Ve gas elec t ric co m pany,
while th e entire four erec t floors are th oroughly
heat ed by a fourteen -foot locom oti ve boiler ,
placed in a cault under th e rear st ree t, e ntirel y
apart from th e sto re building . . .
Upon ente ring th e main store -room , one is
first impressed icith its lofty ceiling, supported
by a row of graceful iron colum ns w ith foliated
capitals.t"
Ilfeld also ord ered some stee l girders from Chicag o II
for his new building to assure its perm anence and
sta bility.
Th e Ilfeld Building can be lab elled stylistica lly
as Italian Renaissance Revival , for it bears a definite
resemblance to a Florentine pala zzo . Th e Italian Renaissan ce styl e was popularized in the Ea st by the New
York architectural firm of McKim , Mead, and White
during th e decad e of 1880. Eastern seabo ard work s
of this typ e, how ever, were generally more "correct"
than th e Ilfeld Building. In his book , Images of
American Li ving, Alan Gow ans describes three
ph ases of Victori an architec ture, th e second of which
ap plies most dir ectly to the Ilfeld store. Thi s seco nd
ph ase, which took plac e roughl y from 1850 to 1880,
was a period in whi ch various stylistic detail s were
mixed togeth er on the sam e building. Gow ans' third
/

/

ph ase, beginning in th e 1880's and lastin g well into
th e twenti eth century is represented by buildings of
part icular styles reproduced "with scientific accuracy."!" Thus, the Ilfeld Building, with its segme nted
piers and large expanses of plat e-glass windows on
th e first story, its keystone drip mouldings and double

-'- ---..

---

arched windows of th e upper two stories, and its
Italian at e rustication, ashlar masonry, and bracket ed ,
overhanging com ices would sure ly fall into th e second
phase of Victorian architecture. Its construction date
of 1890-1891 makes it a slightly retardataire version
of an Ea stern building, but this stylistic tim e lag of
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The cest-iron basement grating
at the 1882 struct ure.
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about ten years is to be expec ted in the Southwest.
In fact, the usual architectura l time lag in the Southwest is far more than ten years, for the Territorial
style did not reach New Mexico until after the Civil
War, while the Gree k Revival took place in the East
in the 1820's.
ot only is the Itali an ate style of the Ea st Coast
eviden t in the Ilfeld Build ing, but the functionalism of
the Chicago Scho ol of the 1880's is also witn essed in
certain of its architect ura l elements. As menti oned
above, steel girde rs were ord ered from Chicago, and
the cast iron columns of the first story, both exterior
and int erior, possibl y cam e from the same sourc e.
Th e capping cornice , although carved and bracketed,
also appea rs to be of the cast metal variety. Although
the skeleton of the plaza faca de is obscur ed by segmented stone piers with blocky capitals resembling
piled hori zont al slabs, th e large expanses of plat e
glass with extremely thin wooden enframements conveya sense of functionalism not present in the Italianate buildings of McKim, Mead , and White. Too, the
basement story of the right section of the Ilfeld Building represents pure functionalism, for it is constructed
simply of unadorned posts and lintels which form the
window enframements. Th e lacy iron gratings in front
of the bas ement ar e evocative of Louis Sullivan's
archit ectural ornament.
This struc ture designed by H. W. Kirchner, although visibly di vided into two sections, mad e eviden t especially by the verti cal rusticat ion dividing
the three bays of 1882 from the five of 1890-1891,
presents a visually tenabl e whol e. Th e white and
reddish-brown colors of th e Ilfeld Building afford a
pleasing contrast complemented by the fine ston e
cutting technique evident in the piers and corni ce of
the first story and the keystone drip mouldings and
horizontal bottom en framemen ts of the upper stori es.
Th e interior of the struc ture is composed of lar ge,
airy , well-lit rooms that ar e atmosphe rically suited
to what was once the larg est and most prosperou s
department store of 'West La s Vegas. Th e five cast
iron columns with their intricat ely foliated cap itals
supporting the large room at the right part of the first
story contrast subtly with the monumental proportions
of the room, and the oaken sta ircase at the front cent er
of the building is constru cted with a particularly
handsome simpl e solidity. With th e Plaza Hotel next
door, the Ilfeld Building domin at es the plaza of West
Las Vegas. It remains an imposing and interesting
struc ture today in spite of its being over seventy-five
years old.
Historically, the Ilfeld Building represents an
important period in the developm ent of Las Vegas.
The Santa Fe Railroad reach ed this town in 1879,
cau sing a tremendous boom that was to last into the
1920's. Las Vegas, because of th e railro ad depot, in
the lat e nineteenth century was the most important
mercantil e cent er of the Territory of New Mexico. It
was th e first link with th e Ea st, and supplied a large
section of the Territory with commodities and luxury
goods from the manufacturing cent ers beyond th e
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Staked Plains . Charles Ilfeld conducted a good part
of the mercantil e operations that went on in Las
Vegas in the latter decades of the 1800's. He not only
had a large departm ent store, the Ilfeld Building, but
he handled much native produce such as grain, hay ,
lumb er, wool, and hid es. Thus, the Ilfeld Building
is a product of Las Vegas' boom days, of the growth
of an outpost on the Santa Fe Trail into the major
railroad depot of the Southw est.
-Louise Harris I vers
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ACOUSTICAL CEILINGS
BUILDER'S HARDWARE
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serving New Mexico
and the EI Paso area
with

Quality Concrete Masonry Products
and many allied building materials
Modernfold Wood and Plastic Folding Doors
Hollow Metal Doors and Frames
Reinforcing and Fabricated Ste el
Steel and Formica Toilet Partitions
Commercial Harduiare
Commercial Toil et Accessories
Mod erncote Vinyl Wall Covering
Residential and Commercial Steel and Aluminum Windows

Builders Block & Stone Co., Inc.

Builders Block & Supply Co., Inc.

P. O. Box 1633
Roswell, N. M. 88201
505 622·1321

P. O. Dra wer FF
Las Cruces, N. M. 88001
505 524·3633

Builders Block & Stone Co.,Inc.

Builders Block & Supply Co., Inc.

P. O. Box 10284
Albuquerque, N. M. 87114
505 344·0851

Tel ephone
El Paso
915 532·9695

Me mb ers : New Mexico Conc rete Masonry Assoc iat ion , National Conc rete Masonry Assoc iation
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WOOD is WAR and WONDERFUL!
MEMBERSHIP :
ALDRIDGE HOME SUPPLY CENTER
GIBSON LUMBER CO.
HOME BUILDERS SUPPLY CO.
BOSQUE FARMS LUMBER CO.

U. s. PLYWOOD CORP.
DUKE CITY LUMBER CO.
NEW MEXICO TIMBER INC.

SANDIA LUMBER CO.
APACHE LUMBER CO., INC.
GEORGIA - PACIFIC CORP.

These are the expert s on wood and wood products to contact
fo r information and consultati on • . • members of

l UMBER MERCHANDISERS ASSOCIA TION
ALBUQUERQUE, .NE W MEXICO
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Exterior -- Interior -- Super Bond
Applied Coatings -

(16 Colors)

Depicting th e variety of colors of the great Southwest and
Rocky Mountain Region.
An unlimited number of textures and patterns can be develop ed with stucco. It can be finished rough or smooth, raked,
grooved or dashed. No other material used in construction has
more flexibility of form and mood to aid the Architect in
carrying out his des ign .
Manufactured in Albuquerque, New Mexico, (is specially
formulated for the Southwest and Rocky Mountain Region )

by
EL REY STUCCO FOG-KOTE SPRAY
(A Color Stabilizing Spray )

20

110 Rutherford N. E.
P. O. Box 6122
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"ee Reg" Stucco Co.
Albuquerque, New Mexico 87107
Phone (50 5) 345-1208

2137 Mills Ave.
EI Paso, Texas
915-53 3-9060

4800 Pa n American Hwy., N. E.
Albuquerque, New Mexico
505-345-2405

DISTRIBUTORS FOR:

UNISTRUT Metal Framing
TELESPAR TUBING

KEENE PEN N METAL Movoble Partitions
LOGAN Wire Partitions

Also Racks, Shelving & Other Architectural Products
-

Please Call For Design Assistance -

•I

design interiors, inc.
5021 lomas n. e., albuquerque
268-4307

interior planning
professional design service
contract sales

Dependable Cooling?
if you want the job done right
... do it with gas
SOUTHERN UNION
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